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METHODS AND SYSTEMS FOR UNDERCOLOR REDUCTION 



BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

1. Field of Invention 

This invention relates to methods and systems for undercolor reduction. 

2. Description of Related Art 

When marking an image in which bl ack text or other dark features_are 
superimposed on a colored background, it is often desirable to first mark the colored 
background and then mark the text or other dark features on top of the background 
marking material. This eliminates or masks any mis-registration of the text or other 
dark features with respect to the background. 

However, simply overmarking the text or other dark features on top of the 
background marking material can result in an excessive build-up of marking material 
on a marking substrate, which in turn causes marking material transfer problems 
and/or problems with the marking substrate, such as paper cockling and/or curling 
when the marking substrate is paper. 

To alleviate these problems, undercolor reduction methods have been 
introduced, in which a reduced amount of background marking material is applied to 
areas that are to be overmarked. Examples of such methods are set forth in U.S. 
Patents 5,687,303, 5,649,071, 5,635,967, 5,563,985, 5,519,815 and 5,515,479, each 
incorporated herein by reference in its entirety. 

In these methods, a temporary record is kept of each color separation bitmap 
of an image to be marked so that, prior to actual marking, locations where a black 
marking material is to be marked over one or more of cyan, magenta and yellow 
marking materials are known. Data for colors underlying the black marking material 
can then be modified so that a reduced amount of these underlying colors are marked 
on the marking substrate. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 
The above-described methods typically require custom software to implement 
undercolor reduction in conjunction with a raster image processor (RIP), because a 
typical RIP output is a raster image that only contains on-top or visible colors. 
Underlying colors are typically discarded during the raster image processing. 
Therefore, additional software is needed to retain the information of the underlying 




colors. It would be advantageous to implement undercolor reduction using an existing 
raster image processor adding little, if any, custom software. Instead of using custom 
software, it would be advantageous to use off-the-shelf software and inexpensive post- 
RJP hardware or software. 

This invention provides systems and methods for implementing undercolor 
reduction using an existing raster image processor. In one exemplary embodiment, 
the systems and methods according to this invention process image data of a color 
image containing overmarked pixels where at least one first color is to be overmarked 
by a second color. This processing includes generating information that designates 
the overmarked pixels, performing raster image processing to create a raster image of 
the color image, and modifying image data of the overmarked pixels in the raster 
image. The raster image processing includes overmarking processing that allows both 
the at least one first color and the second color to be included in the marked pixels in 
the raster image. 

Modifying the image data includes, for example, modifying a value of image 
data corresponding to the at least one first color. This results in a reduced amount of 
marking material corresponding to the at least one first color being applied to a 
marking substrate. 

The information that designates the overmarked pixels may be generated in the 
form of tags. Alternatively, pattern recognition may be performed to recognize 
specified patterns, and pixels that form these specified patterns may be designated as 
the overmarked pixels. 

These and other features and advantages of this invention are described in or 
are apparent from the following detailed description of various exemplary 
embodiments of the systems and methods according to this invention. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

Various embodiments of this invention will be described in detail, with 
reference to the following figures, wherein: 

Fig. 1 is a functional block diagram of one exemplary embodiment of an 
image processing system according to this invention; 

Fig. 2 is a functional block diagram of a second exemplary embodiment of an 
image processing system according to this invention; 
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Fig. 3 is a flowchart outlining an exemplary embodiment of a method for 
implementing undercolor reduction according to this invention; 

Fig. 4 is a flowchart outlining a first exemplary method for designating 
overmarked pixels according to this invention; and 

Fig. 5 is a flowchart outlining a second exemplary method for designating 
overmarked pixels according to this invention. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF EXEMPLARY EMBODIMENTS 

In the systems and methods of this invention, raster image processing is 
performed that allows both underlying color information and overmarked color 
information to be stored in a same pixel in a raster image. The underlying color 
information in the raster image is modified to a reduced value, i.e., a value at which a 
reduced amount of marking material is applied when marking is performed. 

Fig. 1 is a functional block diagram of a first exemplary embodiment of an 
image processing system 100 according to this invention. The image processing 
system 100 includes an input/output interface 1 10, a controller 120, a memory 130, an 
overmarked pixel designator 140, a raster image processor (RIP) 150, a data 
modification unit 160 and a marking driver 170, all of which are interconnected by a 
data/control bus 180. The overmarked pixel designator 140 includes a tag generator 
142 that generates tags and associates the tags with individual pixels as described 
below. The image processing system 100 shown in Fig. 1 is connected to a data 
source 200 and a data sink 300 via the interface 110. 

The data source 200 and the data sink 300 are depicted in the exemplary 
embodiment shown in Fig. 1 as external to the image processing system 1 00, and 
connected to the data/control bus 180 via the input/output interface 110. However, 
either or both of the data source 200 and the data sink 300 may alternatively be 
provided as an integral part of the image processing system 100, and/or connected 
directly to the data/control bus 180. For example, the image processing system 100 
may be a digital printer, digital copier or the like. In this case, the data source 200 
would correspond to a page description language (PDL) or printer control language 
(PCL) emitter and the data sink 300 would correspond to a digital printer or the 
printing unit of a digital copier. 

In the exemplary embodiment shown in Fig. 1, the image processing system 
100 is connected to the image data source 200 over a signal line or link 210 that 
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provides color image data, and is connected to the image data sink 300 over a signal 
line or link 310 that receives image data output by the image processing system 100. 
In general, the image data source 200 can be any one of a number of different sources, 
such as a scanner, a digital copier, a facsimile device that is suitable for generating 
electronic image data, a host computer, or a device suitable for storing and/or 
transmitting electronic image data, such as a client or server of a distributed network, 
such as the Internet, and especially the World Wide Web. The image data source 200 
may be also be a data carrier such as a magnetic storage disk, CD-ROM or the like, or 
a host computer, that contains color image data. 

Thus, the image data source 200 can be any known or later developed source 
that is capable of providing electronic image data to the image processing system 100 
according to this invention. Similarly, the image data sink 300 can be any known or 
later developed device that is capable of receiving processed image data output by the 
image processing system 1 00 and either storing, transmitting, or printing the image 
data. Thus, the image data sink 300 can be a printer, a facsimile machine, a digital 
copier, a host computer, a remotely located computer, or a storage device for 
indefinitely storing the processed image data until there arises a need to print or 
further transmit the processed image data. The storage device can be any known 
structural apparatus for indefinitely storing the processed image data, such as a RAM, 
a hard drive and disk, a floppy drive and disk, an optical drive and disk, a flash 
memory or the like. 

Each of the links 210 and 310 can be any known or later developed device or 
system for connecting the image data source and sink 200 and 300 to the image 
processing system 100, including a direct cable connection, a public switched 
telephone network, a wireless transmission channel, a connection over a wide area 
network or a local area network, a connection over an intranet, a connection over the 
Internet, or a connection over any other distributed processing network or system. In 
general, each of the links 210 and 310 can be any known or later developed 
connection system or structure usable to connect the image data source and sink 200 
and 300 to the image processing system 100. Further, it should be appreciated that the 
source 200 and/or sink 300 may be connected to the image processing system 100 
directly, as dedicated devices. 
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While Fig. 1 shows the image processing system 100 as a device separate from 
the image data source 200 and the image data sink 300, the image processing system 
100 may be an integrated device, such as a digital copier, computer with a built-in 
printer, or any other integrated device that is capable of producing a hard copy image 
output. With such a configuration, for example, the image data source 200, the image 
processing system 100, and the image data sink 300 may be contained within a single 
device. For example, in the case of a digital copier, the image processing system 100, 
an image data source 200 such as a scanning device, and an image data sink 300 such 
as print-out device may all be provided in the same machine. As another example, in 
the case of a printer, the image processing system 100 and the image data sink 300, 
for example a printing unit, may be part of the same machine, and the image data 
source 200, for example a scanner or a computer memory, may be physically separate. 

The memory 130 is preferably implemented using static or dynamic RAM. 
However, the memory 130 can also be implemented using a floppy disk and disk 
drive, a writeable optical disk and disk drive, a hard drive, flash memory or the like. 
Provided the memory size and/or configuration allows, any or all of the incoming data 
may be stored in the memory 130 at any point before, during or after further 
processing within the image processing system 100. 

The controller 120, the overmarked pixel designator 140, the raster image 
processor 150, the data modification unit 160 and/or the marking driver 170 can be 
implemented as physically distinct hardware circuits within one or more ASICs, or 
using one or more FPGAs, PDLs, PLAs, or PALs, or using discrete logic elements or 
discrete circuit elements. The controller 120, the overmarked pixel designator 140, 
the raster image processor 150, the data modification unit 160 and/or the marking 
driver 170 may also be implemented wholly or partially in software. The particular 
form each of the systems shown in Fig. 1 will take is a design choice and will be 
obvious and predictable to those skilled in the art. 

In the exemplary embodiment shown in Fig. 1 , processing within the image 
processing system 100 is performed under control of the controller 120. Color image 
pixel data is input from the data source 200 via the input/output interface 1 1 0. The 
input color image pixel data may be temporarily stored in the memory 130. 

The overmarked pixel designator 140 generates information that designates 
overmarked pixels among the color image pixel data. Overmarked pixels are pixels in 



which a top color, such as black, is to be marked over any combination of underlying 
colors, such as cyan, magenta and yellow. Specifically, in the exemplary embodiment 
shown in Fig. 1, the tag generator 142 in the overmarked pixel designator 140 
generates a tag for each overmarked pixel. The tags are associated with the respective 
overmarked pixels, and designate the overmarked pixels as "black image", "black 
text", "black stroke" or the like. It should be appreciated that the tags may have been 
created previously, before the color image data is input from the image data source 
200, or may be created during the raster image processing. 

The actual tag used to designate the overmarked pixels may vary. Preferably, 
a "black text" tag is used for designating black text pixels, because a "black text" tag 
clearly indicates that overmarking is to be performed in the associated pixel. If 
merely a "text" tag were used, for example, it could not be discerned, based solely on 
the tag, whether a pixel with CMYK values=c,m,y,l is the result of overmarking a 
GMYK=c,m,y,0 with black, or marking CMYK=c,m,y,l directly. However, if 
CMYK=c,m,y,l is a seldom-specified text color, then an assumption may be made 
that CMYK=c,m,y,l signifies an overmarked pixel, and a "text" tag can effectively 
designate an overmarked pixel. 

The raster image processor 150 creates a raster image from the input color 
image pixel data. Unlike a conventional raster image, the raster image created by the 
raster image processor 150 allows both underlying colors and top colors to be 
included. This is accomplished by an overmarking function that is provided in the 
raster image processor 150. The overmarking function may be implemented, for 
example, in a PostScript implementation by using the setoverprint operator with value 
true whenever overmarking is desired, setoverprint could be set true just before black 
text is printed, or the show operator used to print black text could be overloaded with 
an operator that included the setoverprint operator. 

The overmarked pixel designator 140 and the raster image processor 150 may 
operate concurrently, and/or the overmarked pixel designator 140 may be provided 
within the raster image processor 150. 

The data modification unit 160 modifies data in the raster image that has been 
created by the raster image processor 150. More specifically, the data modification 
unit 160 modifies values of data that corresponds to the underlying colors in 
overmarked pixels. For example, where a value of data that corresponds to an 
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underlying color in an overmarked pixel indicates an amount of corresponding 
marking material to be put down on a marking substrate, the data modification unit 
1 60 reduces this value so that a reduced amount of the corresponding marking 
material will be put down. 

The amount by which the marking material is reduced may be determined 
according to previously determined methods. For example, each underlying color 
present may be reduced by a specified percentage, and/or reduction may be performed 
such that the total amount of marking material to be applied for a given pixel is less 
than or equal to a specified amount. 

After the data of the overmarked pixels has been modified as described above, 
the raster image is sent to the marking driver 1 70, which generates marking control 
signals and/or other marking control information to be output to the image data sink 
300 to enable marking to be performed based on the modified raster image. As 
described in detail above, the image data sink 300 may be a printer or the like that 
performs printing based on the modified raster image, or an intermediate device that 
stores or further transmits the control signals and/or other control information from 
the marking driver 1 70. 

Fig. 2 is a functional block diagram of a second exemplary embodiment of an 
image processing system according to this invention. The image processing system 
400 shown in Fig. 2 is identical to the image processing system 100 shown in Fig. 1, 
except that the image processing system 400 of Fig. 2 has a pattern recognition system 
144 instead of the tag generator 142. Therefore, explanation of elements other than 
the pattern recognition system 144 is omitted. 

The pattern recognition system 144 is, for example, an optical pattern 
recognition system, such as an optical character recognition (OCR) system or the like, 
that analyzes input image data according to known OCR methods to determine 
specified patterns, such as text. The pattern recognition system 144 designates pixels 
that form recognized patterns as overmarked pixels. It should be appreciated that 
other known or later-developed text or pattern recognition systems may be used 
instead of OCR. Furthermore, rather than recognizing text, other patterns, such as 
strokes or the like, may be recognized, A stroke is a line of some thickness. 

Fig. 3 is a flowchart outlining one exemplary embodiment of a method for 
implementing undercolor reduction according to this invention. Beginning in step 
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SI 000, control continues to step SI 100, where color image data is input. Then, in 
step SI 200, a raster image is created based on the color image data. Overmarked 
pixels are designated in the raster image. Control then continues to step SI 300. 

In step SI 300, values of underlying colors in the overmarked pixels in the 
raster image are modified to create a modified raster image. Next, in step SI 400, the 
modified raster image is output to a marking driver. Then, in step SI 500, an image is 
marked on a substrate based on the modified raster image. Finally, in step SI 600, the 
control procedure ends. 

Fig. 4 is a flowchart that outlines in greater detail a first exemplary 
embodiment of the raster image creating step SI 200 of Fig. 3. Beginning in step 
SI 200, control continues to step S1210, where tags are generated for overmarked 
pixels and associated with the overmarked pixels. It should be appreciated that, rather 
than generating tags during the creation of the raster image, the tags may have been 
generated previously. The control procedure then continues to step SI 220, which 
returns control to step SI 300. 

Fig. 5 is a flowchart that outlines in greater detail a second exemplary 
embodiment of the overmarked pixel designation step SI 200 of Fig. 3. Beginning in 
step SI 200, control continues to step S1230, where pattern recognition is performed. 
Then, in step SI 240, pixels that form patterns that have been recognized are 
designated as overmarked pixels. Next, in step SI 250, control is returned to step 
SI 300. 

It should be appreciated that steps SI 500 and SI 600 need not be performed 
immediately after step SHOO, but may be postponed for an indefinite period of time. 
Furthermore, various other processing may occur between steps SI 400 and SI 500. 

The exemplary systems shown in Figs. 1 and 2, and the exemplary methods 
outlined in the flowcharts of Figs. 3-5, are preferably implemented on a programmed 
general purpose computer. However, these systems and methods can also be 
implemented on a special purpose computer, a programmed mircroprocessor or 
microcontroller and peripheral integrated circuit elements, an ASIC or other integrated 
circuit, a digital signal processor, a hardwired electronic or logic circuit such as a 
discrete element circuit, a programmable logic device such as a PLD, PLA, FPGA or 
PAL, or the like, or a combination of the above. In general, any device capable of 
implementing a finite state machine that is in turn capable of implementing the 
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flowcharts shown in Figs. 3-5 can be used to implement the systems and/or methods 
of this invention. 

While the invention has been described in conjunction with the exemplary 
embodiments described above, many equivalent alternatives, modifications and 
variations will become apparent to those skilled in the art once given this disclosure. 
Accordingly, the exemplary embodiments of the invention as set forth above are 
considered to be illustrative and not limiting. Various changes to the described 
embodiments may be made without departing from the spirit and scope of the 
invention. 

For example, although black was the second, or on-top, color in the above- 
described embodiments, other embodiments are possible in which a color other than 
black is the second, or on-top, color. 



